Mission Leadership Development in the Chinese Adventist Church: Reflections in the Light of Traditional Chinese Philosophies of Leadership by unknown
Introduction
Different schools of thought have emphasized multiples aspects of leader-
ship, preeminently in the western hemisphere for the last decades (Bennis 
1959; Greenleaf 1977; Malphus 2003). As China more decisively steps into 
the global arena through internationalization of its economy and political 
influence, scholars are only scratching the surface in exploring the plural-
istic styles of Chinese indigenous leadership in both national and interna-
tional organizations where the Chinese play significant leadership roles 
(Chen and Lee 2008: xv; Zhang, Chen, and Chen, and Ang 2014). 
Contextual leadership is essential for the healthy development of any 
organization and that is equally true when it comes to leadership in the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church in China. As Ma and Tsui denote, “tradi-
tional philosophical and cultural roots influence the thought patterns and 
behaviors of all citizens in a community including its leaders. Hence, lead-
ership practices would reflect unique cultural idiosyncrasies even . . . in a 
rapidly changing context” such as contemporary China (2015:13).
Although western leadership schools of thought have increasingly 
been studied in Chinese academia and their models applied in organi-
zational settings throughout China since the 1980s, there are still several 
cultural features from traditional Chinese leadership philosophies play-
ing a significant role in the contemporary Chinese leadership landscape.
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This article explores cultural leadership aspects among the Seventh-
day Adventist Church in China, and how those traits impact the church 
missiologically, followed by a brief summary of strategies for effective 
mission leadership development. 
Brief Historical Context of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church in China
Historically, China has a long relationship with Christianity. The first 
historical records date back to the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE) in the 
7th century, when the Nestorians first arrived in the country, making 
converts for nearly two centuries but subsequently dying out, followed 
by Catholics and Protestants respectively in the 13th and 19th centuries 
(Pierson 2009:85, 273-276). Religious restrictions, persecution, and 
attachments of Christianity to colonial interest—particularly with early 
Protestant missions—all prevented the gospel from being deeply rooted 
in the country, although there are pockets of believers today that may 
represent as many as one hundred million Christians or 8% of the Chinese 
population (Aikman 2003:15; Rahn 2018).
The Adventist message first came to China in 1888 through the can-
vassing ministry of Abraham LaRue in Hong Kong (Trim 2015:1). For 
nearly 15 years he labored with little success until General Conference 
sponsored missionaries arrived in 1902. Through the following decades of 
mission effort, by 1950, the then organized China Division had ten Union 
Missions, “nineteen secondary or tertiary educational institutions, three 
publishing houses, seven sanitarian–hospitals, and nine clinics and dis-
pensaries,” with 23,516 members (10). 
However, after 1949, the Adventist Church in China faced growing re-
strictions that completely changed the way it could operate in the country. 
The China Division was dissolved, foreign missionaries had to leave the 
country, and the properties of the Church were confiscated. The Chinese 
territory remained largely inaccessible, administratively unorganized, 
and membership statistics were unclear until recently (Trim 2015:17-19; 
Lee and Chow 2013:45-47). 
In 1951 the Three Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM), a government office 
responsible for managing the Protestant churches under a non-denomina-
tional model, began to oversee Protestantism, and applied congregation-
alism to all Protestant churches. 
The number of Christians during the years of 1949 to 1976 declined 
sharply; however, Christianity once again flourished in China after 1977. 
The decades of 1980-90 witnessed many church planting projects in both 
rural and urban areas of China and with a relaxation on regulations for 
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Christianity after 1977, many churches were opened (Hirsch 2009: 9-10; 
Aikman 2003). 
Seventh-day Adventist membership also experienced significant 
growth since 1980. Its membership grew from 9,964 members in 1980 to 
an estimated 430,000 in 2014 (Trim 2015:28). Although the environmental 
restrictions hindered the church from an avenue for integral development, 
Chinese members found their own creative ways to share the gospel with 
their friends and neighbors. In fact, the quantitative growth was followed 
by several challenges. The Chinese Adventist Church still has adminis-
trative, theological, and leadership needs as consequences of this unique 
environment. These gaps have demanded creative strategic measures, 
particularly with regards to providing for theological education and lead-
ership development.
Brief Overview of Traditional Chinese 
Leadership Philosophies
Traditional Chinese philosophies on leadership are vast, with multiple 
schools of thought having been developed over the almost 5,000 years of 
Chinese history. Nevertheless, five main traditional philosophies form the 
basis of most of the contemporary Chinese indigenous leadership styles: 
(1) Confucianism, (2) Daoism, (3) Legalism, (4) Strategic Situationalism 
from Sunzi’s classic Art of War, and (5) Chinese Paternalism (Chen and Lee 
2008; Ma and Tsui 2015). 
The main ideas of these schools of thought concerning leadership of-
ten overlap with western leadership counterparts, and often they are not 
individually applied by Chinese leaders in general, but rather all five are 
combined to meet the needs of various circumstances in different Chinese 
leadership contexts.
Confucianism and Daoism are the basis of all the other subsequent phi-
losophies. It is not precisely clear which one was developed first, though 
some scholars argue Daoism seem to have been developed as a response 
to Confucianism (Mark 2016). 
Confucianism highlighted virtue (yi) over power, relationships (guanxi) 
over authoritarianism, and rituals (li) over rules (Watson 2007:20) by de-
signing definite hierarchical roles and rituals for groups of individuals in 
the Chinese collective society of that time. Confucius’ main concern was so-
cietal harmony/social order, needed to obtain the blessings of heaven (Chao 
2006:102-103). He taught that leaders should be role models of morality for 
society. His writings aimed to provide leadership principles for the emperor 
and his officials, since it was an elite-oriented leadership philosophy. 
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According to Ma and Tsui, “Daoism argues that the leaders are most 
successful if they seem non-existent to their constituents” (2015:20), that 
is to say, it advocates for a loose form of leadership. Leaders should seek 
the middle ground, spend more time in reflection, and if possible avoid 
decision-making. These ideas are based on balancing Dao (道), an unclear 
concept related to truth, benevolence, righteousness, and harmony. Also, a 
holistic view of all contextual elements is strongly present in Daoist lead-
ership thought. 
Chinese legalism was developed by the Chinese philosopher Hanfei (c. 
280 –233 BCE). He “had no confidence in morality and did not care for ritu-
als. Instead he believed in power, laws, and manipulation as major means 
of government and leadership” (Chen and Lee 2008:5). His leadership 
ideas encompassed strict rule of law, reward, and punishment, headed by 
a strong, autocratic leader. Secure control through fear and intimidation 
was also an important element in Legalism in order to obtain results from 
followers as well as maintain power and order (Ma and Tsui 2015:18). 
Strategic Situationalism was developed by Sunzi in his book Art of War 
(孙子兵法 Sunzi Bingfa), translated into English in 1905. The book was in-
tended to assist Chinese rulers and army officials of his time to succeed in 
warfare, which was of vital importance at that period of history. “Know 
yourself and know your enemy [and] you will be invincible” (Sun, Chen, 
and Zhang 2008:150) was the main thesis suggested by Sunzi. His leader-
ship principles envisioned “(a) creating positional advantage in the envi-
ronment, (b) creating organizational advantage within the organization, 
(c) building morale within the troops, and (d) leveraging and adapting 
to situations” (143). Strategic Situationalism upheld no orthodox method. 
Leadership was to happen according to the demands of the situation, pref-
erably if the leader would maneuver to create advantages for success. 
Chinese paternalistic leadership as a theory is a recent development, 
although this particular leadership style was already present in Chinese 
collective society for a considerable period of time. The theory was sys-
tematized from research on Chinese business owners overseas and in 
Mainland China (Farh, Liang, and Chou 2008:171). The works of R. I. 
Westwood (1997), one of the main authors on the theory, proposed a head-
ship paternalism comprising nine stylistic elements: “didactic leadership, 
non-specific intentions, reputation-building, protection of dominance, 
political manipulation, patronage and nepotism, conflict diffusion, aloof-
ness and social distance, and dialogue ideal, which exist in the general 
structural characteristics of centralization, low formalization, harmony-
building, and personalism” (Farh et al. 2008:172). 
As part of the Chinese cultural milieu, those five traditional leadership 
philosophies operate at a worldview level in much of Chinese society (Ma 
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and Tsui 2015:13). Consequently, they are not usually categorized by lead-
ers who incorporate their principles as mere “Chinese traditions” and ap-
ply them in various leadership contexts including within the Adventist 
Church in China.
Cultural Leadership Features in the Seventh-day
Adventist Church in China
Due to restrictions, the Adventist Church has not been able to re-es-
tablish the theological and leadership training centers it held in the early 
years. Such conditions have impacted the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
in China by limiting the opportunity church leaders have for optain-
ing theological training in many cases. On the other hand, faithfulness, 
creativity, and the leadership of the Holy Spirit have allowed Adventist 
leaders to succeed in much of their efforts to maintain the faith and even 
propagate it among the Chinese people.
Inasmuch as the Chinese Adventist Church had been functioning since 
the second half of the XX century with a grassroots leadership style, it 
is expected that traditional leadership philosophies exist either as frame-
works or utilitarian components in their leadership models. 
This section describes leadership peculiarities within the Chinese Ad-
ventist Church in the light of the five Chinese leadership traditions previ-
ously presented, and how they impact the church missiologically. The Bi-
ble itself celebrates diversity of gifts, talents, and skills among the body of 
Christ (1 Cor 12; Eph 4:12-16). Ellen White (2010:137) correctly states that 
“there is no person, no nation, that is perfect in every habit and thought. 
One must learn of another. Therefore, God wants the different nationali-
ties to mingle together, to be one in judgment, one in purpose. Then the 
union that there is in Christ will be exemplified.” Therefore, as culture is 
not perfect nor are its features perfect, it is imperative to assess how cul-
tural peculiarities relate with the church’s identity, message, and mission, 
in order to provide leverage for positive change, leadership development, 
and church growth. 
The empirical data presented in this section come from observation, 
dialog, and interaction during years of cross-cultural service in the region. 
Also, data from research by other Chinese Adventist scholars are men-
tioned in correlation with the subject. The data presented in this article 
provides grounds for further discussions and research concerning mission 
leadership development for the contemporary Chinese Adventist Church.
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Centralized Leadership
  
Chinese traditional society has a collective, communitarian orientation. 
Nevertheless, over the spam of almost 5,000 years it functioned largely 
under the government of centralized leadership (Encyclopedia Britannica, 
“China History”). As the country transitioned from imperial dynasties 
into a socialist republic, centralized leadership has remained preeminent. 
This pattern seems to co-exist in many churches in the country (Jiao 
2009:84-85). It is important to remember that the Adventist Church, due 
to religious restrictions, operates through a congregational model with no 
upper organizational levels allowed to fully function beyond the single lo-
cal congregation. This model had highlighted the presence of centralized 
leadership in all the more or less independent Adventist congregations. 
Although some regions in the country have managed to organize informal 
fellowships of churches, there is a noticeable patter of centralized leader-
ship, with one person normally ascribed to lead out for each congregation.
Adventist church leaders have made extensive use of this traditional 
Chinese leadership, building their roles on power-distance contexts. In 
churches where there is no pastor, elders are entrusted with a considerable 
amount of decision making power, similar to what a pastor would hold. 
Normally, those leaders have the final word in decision-making, are con-
sistently consulted for their opinions, and are entrusted with the capacity 
to change plans previously laid. Moreover, although servant leadership is 
also a present component, there is a notable detachment between church 
leaders and the members of the congregation. Members confer honor (rep-
utation 面子 mianzi) and status to the leader, while the leader accumulates 
management and decision-making powers (权力 quanli) (Jiao 2009:85, 86). 
These are typical characteristics of Chinese legalism, in which its found-
er Hanfei “elaborated the concept of position power and argued that it is 
very difficult for a wise man without a high position to display his talents” 
(Hwang 2008:113). As Adventists apply this concept, one notices that lead-
ers maintain hierarchical distance from the members of the congregation in 
order to be recognized as leaders, while also being physically near so they 
can genuinely serve, as imitators of Christ, thus leveraging morale—an 
important element in Chinese leadership.
Traditional Chinese leadership depends on much less team work or 
participation in final decision-making processes as compared to Western 
leadership counterparts. It is common for team members to share opin-
ions, data, and ask certain key questions on most occasions, but in the end 
the leader in charge is still responsible of deciding the direction to move. 
There are clear demarcations and duties assigned for each person’s role 
on each team led by centralized leaders; however, since most leaders are 
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“unwilling to delegate” power (Fahr et al. 2008:194), they maintain their 
central position of respect, a common cultural feature in many Eastern 
leadership styles.
Those examples echoed what Confucius said: “Don’t comment on 
something that is not one’s concern at a particular position” (Lau 1992:132). 
“In other words, he implied that only those who occupy a particular posi-
tion have the right to make certain decisions” (Hwang 2008:113).
One side effect of centralized leadership might be the increase in con-
flict. Fahr correctly denotes that “employee responses to the leader’s au-
thoritarianism vary depending on the organizational context” (2008:192). 
There are organizations where leaders faced resistance against both au-
thoritarianism and paternalistic leadership styles.
As Chow explains, when church “leaders debated about the best mod-
el of church governance—whether the church should be ruled by tradi-
tional Chinese paternalism and intra-church circle leadership, or whether 
the clerical authority should be defined by ordination and by one’s moral 
courage to witness [for] God in times of difficulty—relational factors took 
precedence over religious considerations” (Chow 2015:70). Considering 
the above, I have visited some churches and companies in China that were 
birthed because they split off from larger churches when a group of mem-
bers decided for other models than centralized leadership and paternal-
ism, and decided to establish their own congregations.
This indicates how cultural traits can be present in church leadership, 
or even taken for granted.
There are many positive aspects on traditional and cultural leadership 
in each society, and when perceived through biblical lenses, they can also 
become positive tools for greater cooperation, unity and mission.
Micromanagement
Micromanagement is peculiar to some traditional Chinese leadership 
philosophies. The concept had evolved through different Chinese schools 
of thought, and is more evident in Chinese legalism and Sunzi’s strategic 
situationalism. 
Chinese legalism places a strong emphasis on clear rules, rewards, and 
punishment. It advocates that “a ruler with power should manipulate his 
subordinates by fa and shu. Fa means law or rules of regulation, while shu 
means skills of manipulation that can be used by the ruler to control subor-
dinates to attain organizational goals” (Hwang 2008:116). In other words, 
rules should be clear and those who step outside the boundaries are to be 
punished as a means of controlling behavior and results. In this environ-
ment, followers are expected to receive clear and specific directions from 
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the leader, not to innovate for fear of breaking the rules (and consequently 
for fear of being punished), and are to obey the leader. Hence the term—
micromanagement. 
Strategic situationalism is centered on manipulating situations and le-
veraging advantages to achieve goals. It also affirms the need of the leader 
to master a number of variables so as to maintain morale, be knowledge-
able, and have complete understanding of all circumstances (Sun et al. 
2008:157, 158).
Much like business or politics, church leadership in China may also 
employ micromanagement to run the church’s business. Micromanage-
ment provides safety for both leaders and members in this context. Mem-
bers feel safe as they receive very detailed directions on what, when, and 
how to perform their jobs, while leaders secure their power and control. 
Nevertheless, one negative effect of micromanagement is that it tends 
to create over-dependency on the leader as well as limiting innovation and 
creativity among the team. In church leadership, one temptation might be 
micromanaging issues outside one leader’s sphere. In a visit to one large 
Seventh-day Adventist church in Asia, I notice how everything functioned 
perfectly because of the pastor. Everyone looked to this leader for guid-
ance and approval, meanwhile nothing was done outside of supervision. 
Once such a leader is gone, the team may find themselves lost until they 
get acquainted with all the details that the leader used to micromanage. 
In this respect, Fahr stated that “the domain of authoritarian leadership 
includes powerfully subduing, referring to insisting on complete obedi-
ence from followers; authority and control, referring to having a final say 
on all key decisions in the workplace” (2008:176). Moreover, such a model 
creates a sense of pressure (压力 yali) among the team. In order to keep 
up with the pace of change, achieve goals, and show results, leaders often 
pressure their teams. The concept of Chinese yali is vast and infiltrates 
many aspects of society, which may include church life. 
In general, micromanagement may affect the development of spiritual 
gifts, and skills the team workers may have, while consuming time and 
energy of those micromanaging.
Cultural Communication Patterns
Communication patterns vary from culture to culture as do effective-
ness in regards to context, message, meaning, and purpose. 
As far as Chinese philosophies are concerned, many authors made ex-
tensive use of “metaphors, analogies, and sometimes examples to support 
their arguments. Often their ideas have multiple interpretations and are 
quite difficult to decipher” (Ma and Tsui 2015:14). Contemporary Chinese 
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interpersonal and work-setting communication may follow similar proto-
cols; leaders use the minimum necessary to communicate and workers are 
expected to grasp the meaning through context and previous experience.
Such communication patterns are common in church leadership in 
China. Leaders tend to follow the culture of implying meaning through 
indirect communication in most circumstances, and so do their teams. 
This type of communication is effective for general goal achievement and 
ordinary tasks. Limitations, however, exist, particularly when such com-
munications leave room for fuzzy and ambiguous interpretations. Mis-
sion leadership done in such a complex and restrictive environment has 
shown that this technique may be ambiguously efficient—by ensuring 
that sensitive information may remain in the smallest sphere possible—
and also insufficient—by not delivering effective communication to those 
on the ministry team. Teams need clear-cut information and need to dis-
cuss issues openly; however, highly contextual and opaque communica-
tion technique may be inadequate for this purpose. 
In light of traditional Chinese philosophy, those issues reveal mixed el-
ements. In Daoism, leaders are encouraged to remain reflective and quiet, 
not actively engaged in the issues (Lynn 1999:94). Information secrecy and 
manipulation are present in Chinese Legalism, Paternalism, and Strategic 
Situationalism (Fahr et al. 2008:194; Chen and Lee 2008:12-13, 111). 
A second issue related to this archetype is transparency in leadership. 
Interestingly, financial transparency is often preeminent in some churches, 
however, members are often not given a clear idea of what is happening 
and there may not be follow up of decisions made and plans implement-
ed. It is common to hear about plans and projects that end up in silence 
and confidentiality, with no one hearing a word on how they have been 
developed. 
A third issue concerns accountability in church leadership. That issue 
is also related to the fact the Adventist Church in China has no upper orga-
nizational structure officially operating in the country. With no upper or-
ganization allowed to provide general standards, cast a long-term vision 
for church growth and mission, or promote strategic unity in doctrines 
and efforts, church leaders may find themselves working autonomously. 
Although there is accountability for Adventist leaders within their church 
boards, it is still rather a private matter for each independent congrega-
tion. It is important to note that over the years, the Chinese Union Mis-
sion based in Hong Kong, has played a significant role in casting a collec-
tive long-term vision for mission, as well as designing creative ways for 
leadership unity, integration and shared participation, when it comes to 
church growth plans and accountability.
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In addition, other cultural leadership aspects such as high-power dis-
tance, paternalism, and authoritarianism may relate to the way church 
leaders perceive communication and accountability.
The Need for Discipleship
Imperial China made extensive use of hereditary rights to power and 
leadership. Ancient paternalism was a core value used to maintain dy-
nastic linages for power (Encyclopedia Britannica, “China History”). This 
ancient cultural trait may be perceived also on the religious landscape in 
the country. In some churches, there is (1) a clear perception of the need for 
discipleship in the context of mission leadership development, while (2) 
clear mechanisms to develop good discipling programs may be missing.
Paternalism is commonly employed by many church leaders when 
they appoint their family members to occupy leadership positions in the 
churches. The Bible does not oppose engaging family in ministry, it en-
dorses it (Deut 6:1-2, 5-9; Josh 24:15). Nevertheless, family involvement 
should spring from a free-will choice and recognition and acceptance of 
God’s call to ministry (1 Tim 3:1-12; 2 Tim 1:6-8). In a number of churches 
across China, church leaders culturally perceive as their duty to train their 
own sons and daughters to take the lead (Aikman 2003:106-130; Chow 
2015:74). Sometimes, they encounter reluctance from church members or 
even from their family members themselves.
Strong adherence to traditional paternalism can affected the church in 
at least two dimensions: (1) by being at the root of many internal conflicts 
when members perceive that appointees may not be ready for leadership; 
and (2) by depriving the church of biblical discipleship, hence limiting the 
church in engaging grassroots-emerging leaders in effective mission lead-
ership. Adventist leadership development in China needs a strong focus 
in discipleship as opposed to paternalism. 
Lack of discipleship underlines the fact that some contemporary 
churches are elderly-led with little participation by the youth, though 
the youth play an important role in many churches. Confucius attributed 
great importance to “social relations—a benevolent ruler with his loyal 
ministers, a kind father with his filial sons, a righteous husband with his 
submissive wife, a gentle elder brother with his obedient younger brother, 
and a kind elder with the deferent junior. Relational harmony is main-
tained when each party performs his/her roles dutifully” (Fahr et al. 
2008:172). On the one hand, he delineated clear hierarchical social roles in 
collective China and on the other insisted on submission to those above 
in the hierarchy (leaders and seniors). Although this concept is not always 
followed in work settings as young people are achieving a fair amount of 
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autonomy in China, it still is widely practiced when it comes to the many 
Christian circles. 
A common outcome of paternalism in leadership can be the lack of cre-
ative, well-trained, inspiring, contextualized youth in leadership.
In summary, the cultural hereditary nature of Chinese church leader-
ship highlights the need for strategic implementation of grassroots dis-
cipleship training so to improve future church governance and growth. 
Mission Leadership Development for the
Seventh-day Adventist Church in China
As mentioned, Adventism in China has thrived and experienced good 
quantitative growth over the last four decades, but due to a number of 
restrictions, there are yet areas to be developed in terms of church organi-
zation, theological education, mission leadership development, and bal-
anced church growth—areas the Chinese Union Mission has focused on 
over the years.
In this scenario, there are at least four main areas needed in mission 
leadership development for the Chinese Adventist Church: (1) strengthen 
and multiply Adventist theological and leadership training centers, (2) 
develop a nationwide collective vision for Adventist mission in China, (3) 
design a paradigm for discipleship of grassroots emerging leaders, and 
finally (4) develop contextualized team work models for urban mission. 
Conclusions
This article analyzed the impact of cultural elements on mission lead-
ership among the contemporary Adventist Church in China in the light of 
traditional Chinese leadership philosophies.
Cultural-traditional elements play a significant role in contemporary Chi-
nese Adventist leadership and are highlighted by environmental challenges. 
Those cultural elements have impacted the church leadership in mul-
tiple ways, highlighting the growing need for contextual mission leader-
ship development. As proposed in the article, this requires strategies that 
contemplate (1) leadership education, (2) building a collective vision for 
mission, (3) developing a paradigm for discipleship, and (3) creating mod-
els for contextual mission team work. 
Even though the Chinese worldview is pragmatic, experiential knowl-
edge combined with real-time education is key to producing change when 
developing Chinese emerging leaders for mission. Above all, character, 
faithfulness and dependence on the leadership of the Holy Spirit are cen-
tral, as the Chinese Adventist Church lives out its prophetic calling to 
“make disciples of all the nations” (Matt 28:18, NKJV).
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